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	 Discussions	 about	 the	 importance	 of	 corporeality	 in	 lowland	South	
American	societies	tend	to	focus	on	the	bodies	of	the	living,	and	relatively	
little	has	been	written	on	dead	bodies,	or	on	the	embodiment	of	the	dead.	
In	 an	 influential	 article,	Eduardo	Viveiros	 de	Castro	 contends	 that	 the	
fundamental	 distinction	 between	 the	 living	 and	 the	 dead	 is	 established	
through	the	body	(1998:482).		A	dead	person	is	no	longer	attached	to	a	
human	body.		Whether	this	implies	that	the	dead	are	confined	to	the	realm	
of	 the	 invisible	 and	 the	 immaterial	 remains	 a	moot	point,	 even	 though	
there	appears	to	exist	a	tacit	consensus	that	they	are.		In	any	case,	various	
authors	emphasize	 that	one	would	be	hard-pressed	 to	find	any	 tangible	
traces	of	the	dead	in	everyday	life.	 	Anne	Christine	Taylor,	for	instance,	
writes:	
It	 has	 become	 a	 commonplace	 of	Amazonian	 ethnology	 to	 point	 out	 the	
absence	 in	 lowland	 societies	 of	 anything	 resembling	 ancestor	 cults,	 the	
shallowness	 of	 genealogical	memory	…	 and	 the	 general	 scarcity	 of	 tombs	
or	indeed	of	any	marked	spaces	durably	associated	with	the	dead.		Far	from	
stressing	 continuity	 with	 their	 ancestors	 and	 enshrining	 their	 memory	 in	
names,	epics	or	monuments,	lowland	Amerindians	expend	considerable	time	
and	 ingenuity	 in	 losing	 their	 dead,	 forgetting	 their	 names	 and	 deeds	 and	
emphasizing	their	remoteness	from	the	world	of	the	living	(1993:653).
Taylor’s	observation	illustrates	what	she	refers	to	as	the	“radical	discontinuity”	
between	 this	world	and	 the	 realm	of	 the	beyond,	 a	discontinuity	 found	
across	the	continent.		Carneiro	da	Cunha	was	one	of	the	first	authors	to	
highlight	this	feature	for	the	Amazon	basin	(1978).	 	Such	discontinuity	
has	 also	 been	 reported	 in	 highland	 South	America.	 	Olivia	Harris,	 for	
instance,	asserts	that	in	Andean	cultures	“…	the	dead	are	represented	…	
as	antithetical	to	the	living	…”	(2000:35).		Although	this	general	rule	has	
become	 a	 well-established	 finding	 of	 South	 American	 anthropology,	 it	
does	not	in	itself	elucidate	the	question	of	whether	or	not	the	dead	have	
a	corporeal	presence.		Does	the	“absence”	of	anything	related	to	death	in	
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Such	 anecdotes	 are	 common	 among	 the	 Chachi,	 an	 Amerindian	
group	 living	 in	 the	northwest	of	Ecuador.2	 	When	I	first	 arrived	 in	 the	
village	of	Estero	Vicente,	my	main	field	site,	the	wife	of	one	of	the	villagers	
had	recently	died.		As	her	ujmu,	or	ghost,	was	still	wandering	around	the	
village,	 her	 husband	 and	 children	 were	 forced	 to	 abandon	 the	 family	
house	 for	 several	 months	 and	 to	 move	 in	 with	 the	 widower’s	 mother.	
The	ujmu	was	described	to	me	as	a	human	being,	a	Chachi,	who	could	
sometimes	 be	 seen	 holding	 a	 candle	 and	 passing	 by	 in	 a	 canoe	 on	 the	













To	 speak	 of	 a	 paranoiac	 fear	 of	 death	 among	 the	 Chachi	 is	 no	
exaggeration.		When	someone	passes	away,	everything	that	was	connected	
2
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house,	decided	 to	move	away	when	she	died,	and	 to	 start	 a	new	village	
with	relatives	and	neighbors.		Full	of	fear,	he	demolished	the	dead	woman’s	
house	and	did	away	with	all	her	belongings.3	 	 In	general,	 some	Chachi	
will	 cut	 down	 coconut	 palms	 and	other	 fruit	 trees	 of	 deceased	persons,	























consisted	 of	 games	 played	 by	 men	 who	 were	 distant	 relatives	 of	 the	
deceased.5		These	games,	as	several	participants	emphasized,	are	sacred.6	
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At	 a	 signal	 from	 the	 leader	of	 the	wake,	 the	players	 then	 stand	up,	
form	a	new	circle,	and	play	the	“Fence.”		Keeping	close	to	each	other	and	
holding	on	tight	to	each	other’s	elbows,	they	start	hopping	in	a	moving	
circle	around	one	player,	 the	“Cow.”9	 	 In	 this	 relatively	 swift	 and	 rough	
game,	 the	Cow	must	 try	 to	 escape,	while	 remaining	 impervious	 to	 the	
shower	of	insults	coming	from	the	Fence.		When	the	game	is	over,	all	the	
players	join	in	the	chorus	and	sing	chants	containing	esoteric	expressions	
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they	can	to	please	the	mourners.		Around	midnight,	when	it	is	time	to	play	
the	next	game—called	“chicken	against	 jaguar”—they	are	 totally	drunk.	
This	 game	 involves	 one	 player	 who	 is	 “Chicken,”	 one	 who	 is	 “Jaguar,”	
and	 a	 long	 row	of	 players	who	 are	“Chicks.”	 	The	Chicks	 are	 asked	 to	
stand	behind	Chicken.	 	The	aim	of	 the	game	 is	 for	Chicken	 to	defend	





















spp.).	 	Other	players	 transform	 themselves	 into	 a	herd	of	White-lipped	
Peccaries.11	 	They	are	 soon	 followed	by	a	man	 impersonating	a	Hunter,	
as	well	 as	by	a	 few	other	men	who	behave	as	 a	pack	of	 ferocious	dogs.	
Having	spotted	the	Hunter	and	the	Dogs,	the	White-lipped	Peccaries	flee	
in	a	panic.		Some	escape	by	crossing	the	female	half	of	the	house,	jumping	
over	 sleeping	women	and	children	 in	 the	process.	 	The	Hunter	“hunts”	
by	 throwing	 little	wooden	 sticks	 to	 the	Peccaries	 and	 the	Macaw.	 	The	
Macaw,	shot	by	the	Hunter,	falls	from	the	Royal	Palm.		The	Hunter	sells	
his	catch	for	plantain	“money.”		
The	 next—and	 last—game	 evokes	 the	 harvesting	 of	manioc.	 	The	
players	sit	in	a	long	file	and	become	“Manioc	Roots.”		Each	of	the	players	
sits	 between	 the	 knees	 of	 the	 players	 behind	 them	 and	holds	 the	 torso	
of	the	players	in	front	of	them,	except	for	one	player	who	has	become	a	
“Harvester.”	 	The	Harvester’s	 job	 consists	 of	 pulling	 the	Manioc	Roots	
out,	an	operation	not	as	straightforward	as	it	may	seem.		First,	the	“field”	
5
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flow	is	obstructed,	and	the	current	flows	the other way around.		Ordinary	














rituals	 involving	 shamanism,	 special	masses	honoring	 the	deceased,	 and	
periodic	food	offerings.
THE DEAD ARE BODILY PRESENT DURING THE RITUAL
These	 ethnographic	data	 lead	me	 to	 conclude	 that	 as	 the	dead	and	
the	living	are	kept	apart	in	everyday	life,	they	are	systematically	brought	
6
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together	during	the	wake.		The	mourners	and	the	game	participants	are	
all	actively	 involved	 in	 this.	 	To	speak	of	“games,”	as	 I	did	 in	my	 initial	
description,	 is	somewhat	misleading,	given	that	game	players	are	 in	fact	
best	 described	 using	 the	 concept	 of	 shape-shifters.	 	 They	 shift	 from	
humans	into	ghosts.		Despite	the	diversity	of	forms	assumed	by	the	players	
during	 the	games,	 they	all	 temporarily	assume	 the	 shape	of	ghosts,	 and	
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Chachi,”	 hence	 the	 fundamental	 problem	 with	 applying	 notions	 such	
as	“game”	and	“play,”	which	seems	to	 imply	that	various	forms	of	doing	











My	 analysis	 sheds	 light	 on	 the	 fact	 that,	 essentially,	wake	 activities	
represent	the	reverse	of	what	my	informants	consider	to	be	the	“Chachi	
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treatment	for	the	living	(2004).20	 	Olivia	Harris’s	work	on	the	Laymi	of	
the	Bolivian	Andes	also	supports	this	view	(2000).21		What	I	suggest	here	
is	 that	participants	 in	 funerary	 rituals	may	sometimes	 take	up	 the	 same	
“inversed”	position	as	the	deceased	themselves.		
SHAPE-SHIFTING
It	 is	 now	 possible	 to	 understand	more	 clearly	what	 “to	 die”	means	






























119;	 Goldman	 1963:220;	 Carter	 1968;	 Hartmann	 and	 Oberem	 1968;	
Whitten	1976:136–138;	Fernández	and	Gutiérrez	1980;	Gow	1991:183;	
9
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Gose	1994:114–123;	Harris	2000:31–32).
	 The	notion	of	shape-shifting	developed	here	bears	obvious	similarities	
to	 the	 approach	 known	 as	 “perspectivism”	 (see	 Viveiros	 de	 Castro	
1998,	 2004).	 	However,	 the	 two	 approaches	 are	 not	 identical.	 	Which	
metamorphoses	are	we	speaking	of	when	we	say	that	people	turn	into	ghosts	
during	 funerary	 rituals?	 	Are	we	 speaking	 about	 changes	 in	perspective	
or	about	shifts	 in	shape?	 	Are	we	dealing	with	shifts	 from	humans	 into	





they	 can	 be	 grasped	 as	 corresponding	 to	 pronouns,	 or	 a	 “cosmological	
deixis.”	 	To	 quote	 his	 exact	words:	 “Amerindian	 thought	 proposes	…	 a	
representational	 or	 phenomenological	 unity	 which	 is	 purely	 pronominal	
or	deictic	…”	 (Viveiros	de	Castro	1998:478,	my	emphasis).	 	“Shape,”	 as	
I	conceive	it,	is	similar	to	Viveiros	de	Castro’s	notion	of	“perspectivism,”	
in	 that	 it	does	not	 refer	 to	 substantives.	 	This	 is	why	“shape”	cannot	be	
equated	 to	 metaphor.	 	 “Shape”	 captures	 the	 “doing	 Chachi”	 or	 “doing	
















and	 catastrophes.	 	 Here	 I	 have	 applied	 shape-shifting	 to	 the	 larger	
context	of	death	and	funerary	rituals.		In	a	future	work	I	hope	to	discuss,	
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in	 the	CIASE	 seminar	 in	St.	Andrews	 and	 the	Latin	America	 seminar	 at	 the	
LSE.





	 2.	 The	 Chachi,	 formerly	 called	 the	 Cayapa,	 are	 an	 indigenous	 group	 of	
approximately	9,000	people.		Most	of	them	live	in	the	province	of	Esmeraldas,	a	
part	of	the	wider	tropical	area	known	as	the	Chocó.












caught	 imitating	a	funeral	game	out	of	context	 is	severely	punished.	 	For	a	full	
description	of	funerary	games,	see	chapter	4	of	my	doctoral	thesis	(Praet	2006).
	 7.	The	relative	who	is	responsible	for	buying	rum,	cigarettes	and	candles	is	
referred	to	as	ujcunguuduvei or	el dueño del entierro,	“the	owner	of	the	funeral.”
	 8.	About	 the	plantain	 coins,	Altschuler	writes:	“	…	 the	plantain	money	 is	
handed	over	to	the	‘owner’	of	the	deceased	who	accepts	it	in	exchange	for	some	
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dead	are	together.”		Pe	comes	from	the	verb	penu,	“to	die.”		Bulu	means	“together”	










“extrahuman.”	 	Smoking	 tobacco,	 I	believe,	 is	 already	 a	manifestation	of	being	
“something-else-then-human.”		See	also	Reichel-Dolmatoff	on	the	link	between	
the	use	of	tobacco	and	shape-shifting	in	Colombia	(1975:48).
	 15.	Hence	my	 reluctance	 to	 follow	previous	ethnographers	 such	as	Barrett	
(1925)	in	translating	ujmu	as	“soul,”	this	term	being	too	readily	associated	with	the	
immaterial	and	the	invisible.
	 16.	As	 shape-shifters,	 their	 bodies	 are	 no	 longer	 human.	 	 In	 that	 sense,	 I	
endorse	 Viveiros	 de	 Castro’s	 contention	 that	 the	 dead	 are	 defined	 by	 their	
disjunction	from	a	human	body	(1998:482).
	 17.	In	this	respect,	it	is	noteworthy	that	the	consumption	of	tobacco	or	other	
hallucinogens	 is	often	 conceived	of	 as	 a	kind	of	death	 (Chaumeil	1983:64–65;	
Wilbert	 1987:158;	Hill	 1992:190;	Langdon	1992:59;	Perrin	 1992:111;	Pollock	
1992:29;	Wright	1998:189,	Wright	2004:99).
	 18.	In	fact,	 some	elders	consider	 the	consumption	of	cow	or	chicken	meat	
shameful,	for	it	implies	that	one	cannot	provide	“real”	(i.e.,	hunted)	meat,	hence	
that	one	is	a	poor	hunter.












	 21.	For	 the	Laymis,	 the	dead	are	“devils”	strongly	associated	with	the	wild	
(Harris	2000:48).
	 22.	A	similar	idea	has	been	proposed	by	Gow,	who	shows	that	the	Piro	notion	
of	“tiredness	with	 living,”	 that	 is,	 the	desire	 to	die	when	one	 is	 sick	and	old,	 is	
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process	of	 forcing	 individual	beings	 (the	 recently	deceased)	 identical	 to	oneself	
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